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SUBJECT: REPORT BACK - SACRAMENTO ENVIRONMENTAL COMMISSION - LEAF 
BLOWERS 

Honorable Members in Session: 

SUMMARY 

This report presents an update on the activities of the Sacramento Environmental Commission relative 
to the regulation of leaf blowers. The Commission has formed a subcommittee to review the subject area. 
The Subcommittee has met and established a list of questions they want addressed by involved citizens 
and businesses, and the Commission, as a body, will hold a public hearing on the subject at 6:30 p.m. 
on April 8, 1991 at your Council Chambers. The Subcommittee will again meet to discuss the testimony 
and prepare recommendations for the Commission to consider at a subsequent meeting. Unless additional 
hearings are needed, it is hoped that recommendations for consideration by the Law and Legislation 
Committee will be completed by the end of May, 1991. 

BACKGROUND 

Currently, the Sacramento City Noise Ordinance exempts leaf blowers being used with maintenance of 
residential properties between the hours of 7:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. (Section 66.203 (h), Sacramento City 
Code) and Section 66.203 (i) exempts all tree and park maintenance activities conducted by the City 
Recreation and Parks Department. Property maintenance activities on commercial properties are not 
regulated by hours of operation, but leaf blowers used on these properties must meet the residential noise 
standards. 

The Sacramento City Council recently received a petition signed by a large number of residents 
requesting a total ban on the use of leaf blowers. Citing both noise and health concerns, the petitions 
were forwarded to the Sacramento Environmental Commission for their consideration. At their February 
25, 1991 meeting, the Commission considered your request to prepare recommendations on the regulation 
of leaf blowers, established a subcommittee composed of Jack McGurk, Muriel Strand, and Dr. Floyd 
Cothran that will meet with staff and prepare a listing of items to be considered by the Commission 
relative to leaf blowers and set an initial hearing date of April 8, 1991. 
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The Subcommittee met on March 11, 1991 and developed the attached list of questions to be addressed 
at the April 8, 1991 hearing. In addition, Environmental Health Division staff have developed a listing 
of regulatory options and a copy of that report is also attached. 

FINANCIAL DATA 

Not applicable. 

POLICY CONSIDERATIONS  

Not applicable. 

MBE/WBE  

Not applicable. 

RECOMMENDATION  

It is recommended that the Law and Legislation Committee receive and file this report. 

Contact Person to Answer Questions: 
Ken Stuart, Division Chief 	■ I 
386-6111 
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cc: 	Norm Covell 
Robert B. McCray, SEC 
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Attachment I 

Minutes, Leaf Blower Sub-committee 
March 11, 1991 

Sub Committee 
Jack McGurk 
Dr. Cothrin 
Muriel Strand 

Staff: 	Kenneth C. Stuart 
Art Seipel 

 

 

SEC hearing date for leaf blowers - April 8, 1991 
to be completed before hearing date: 

1. Contact proponents groups in favor of banning motor driven 
leaf blowers. Ask them to be prepared to respond to the 
following: 
a. What do they want? 

-ban all leaf blowers? 
-gas only? 
-elect also? 

b. What are the alternatives? 
-regulate hours of operation? 
-what hours should leaf blowers be banned? 
-regulate the use of leaf blowers through the development 
of operational procedures. 

c. What are their priorities? 

d. Do they know of anyone who is supersensitive to the 
noise? 

2. 	Contact opponents to banning leaf blowers. 

a. What standards do they use to determine how clean a 
property has to be? 

b. What is economic impact of banning leaf blowers? 
-how about gas blowers only? 

c. What is econbmic impact of regulating leaf blowers? 
-what hours shouldn't be banned? 

d. What other means do they have to collect leaves? 
-sweepers? 
-vacuums? 

e. What are their priorities relative to regulating leaf 
blowers? 



3. Obtain data regarding Fresno report on air emissions. Are 
calculations accurate? (Jack McGurk) 

4. Obtain OSHA Noise exposure limits. (Jack McGurk) 

5. Dr. Cothrin will comment on allergies. 

6. A staff person from Air (APCD) should comment on air standards 
and problems with leaf blowers. 

After the hearing on April 8th the subcommittee 'will meet and 
develop recommendations. Representative from County Counsel and 
the City Attorney's Office should meet with the subcommittee before 
final recommendations are made to the SEC. 
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COUNTY OF SACRAMENTO 
ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT DEPARTMENT 

NORMAN D. COVELL, DIRECTOR 

ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH DIVISION 
Kenneth C. Stuart, Chief 

To 	 Commi ss ion : Environmental Commission 

From 	: Kenneth C. Stuart, Chief 
EnvironmentalHealth D 	ion 

February 25, 1991 
Agenda Item No. 2 

Subject: REVISION OF THE SACRAMENTO COUNTY CODE CHAPTER 6.68 AND THE SACRAMENTO 
CITY CODE CHAPTER 66, RELATING TO NOISE CONTROL STANDARDS 

I. RECOMMENDED ACTION: 

A. The Sacramento Environmental Commission set a hearing date to receive 
testimony from appropriate groups/businesses and interested citizens on 
potential revisions on the Sacramento City and County Noise Ordinances. 

As further delineated in this Appendix A, specific areas recommended by 
staff for consideration of revision include: 

A. Leaf Blowers 
B. Public Address (PA) Systems 
C. Agricultural Operations 
D. General Noise Regulations 
E. Vehicle Stereo Systems (Boom Boxes) 
F. Variances/Exemptions 
G. Construction, Excavation, and Demolition Noise Sources 
H. Waste Disposal Vehicles 

B. To facilitate the formation of recommendations by the Commission, it is 
recommended that you form a subcommittee to meet with staff to review 
the codes and formulate initial recommendations. The subcommittee can 
also develop a listing of individuals or groups that can provide 
testimony to the Commission on the recommended changes for the listed 
options as well as new potential areas for amendment identified by the 
subcommittee. 

C. It is also recommended that you set a hearing date to receive testimony 
relative to the control of leaf blowers. Appendix 13 contains some 
suggested alternatives relative to regulating leaf blowers and a list 
individuals and/or groups who could provide appropriate testimony. 
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II. BACKGROUND 

Noise control regulations have been adopted by the City and County in order to 
"contain sound levels at their present levels with the ultimate goal of reducing 
such levels when and where feasible without causing undue burden." Complaints 
regarding noise levels from mechanical equipment (air conditioners, pool pumps, 
portable equipment, 'leaf blowers), rock concerts and other noise sources, are 
routinely received and investigated in order to determine and obtain compliance 
with local codes. A revision of the noise regulations appears warranted due to: 
1) the age of the codes (County code adopted May, 1976, and ,City code adopted 
May, 1977, and 2) resolution of several noise problems could not be facilitated 
through the use of existing codes. 

III. ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED: 

A. Do nothing. Since the current codes do not meet the needs of the staff 
or of the community, not amending the ordinances is not an acceptable 
alternative. 

. Task Force Formation - A Task Force composed of one or more members of 
the Commission, representatives of the Noise Hearing Board, the business 
community and interested individuals could be formed, receive testimony, 
and formulate recommendations to the Commission. The Commission could 
then receive .additional testimony and prepare recommendations, for the 
Board of Supervisors and City Council. This is an. acceptable' 
alternative, btlit it could result in duplicative testimony and A delay in 

. formulation of final recommendations. 

C ;  Commission Subcommittee , - The recommended alternative, the subcommittee 
would review the ordinances with staff, prepare recommended amendments 
and/or alternatives, and develop a list of contact persons for the areas 
to be amended. Each section for amendment could then be submitted to 
the Commission, public notification completed, and the Commission hear 
and determine final recommendations. 

D. Commission Hearings - Staff could prepare recommended amendments and/or 
alternate amendments, the proposed amendments published, a. public 
hearing(s) held, and final recommendations then Aetermtned. An 
acceptable alternative, this process would involve less , Commission 
evaluation and input, and would be a little more difficult to manage. 
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Appendix A 
Items Identified for Discussion and Recommendation 

Sacramento County and City Noise Ordinance 

1. LEAF BLOWERS 

Complaints about leaf blowers used in residential areas or used at 
commercial locations near residential areas are increasing yearly. 
Approximately fifty Phone calls and complaints regarding leaf blowers have 
been received since October, 1990. Callers are not satisfied when they are 
informed that both City and County Noise Codes exempt "noise sources 
associated with maintenance of residential area property provided that said . 
activities take place between specific hours". The City and County codes 
differ in these hours. The increased effectiveness of the regulation of 
sound levels from leaf blowers should, be considered by the Commission. 

2. PUBLIC ADDRESS (PA) SYSTEMS 

PA systems •used at school games or for activities on school or park 
properties are often loud and cause nearby neighbors to complain about the 
noise. 	These play areas, however, are exempt from the regulations in the 
noise codes. 	Regulating amplified sounds such as these should 	be 
considered. 

3. AGRICULTURAL OPERATIONS - 

Noise sources associated with agricultural operations that occur between 
6:00 a.m. and 8:00 p.m. are exempt from the noise codes. Agricultural 
operations, however, are not defined in the code. If an agricultural 
property is subdivided and rezoned to residential, the new residential 
neighbors may be exposed to loud and annoying agricultural practices. 
Agricultural operations on nonagricultural properties should be considered 
for future regulations. 

4. GENERAL NOISE REGULATIONS 

The General Noise Regulations in the Noise Codes appear to have been 
adopted in addition to the Exterior Noise Standards. These additional •  
regulations, however, are vague and difficult to use. They should be 
reviewed and modified, or omitted, if appropriate. 

5. AUTO STEREOS (BOOM BOXES) 

On December 1, 1981, the Board of Supervisors approved an ordinance 
amending Chapter 6.68 in order to regulate radios and tape players on 
publicly owned property. 	These regulations should be reevaluated and 
considered for use on nonpublicly owned properties. In addition, 
consideration should be given to adopting language in the Code that would 
allow an enforcement officer to utilize one of the following options when 
dealing with a "disturbing the peace" type of noise violation: 

(1) A sound level of 5 dBA over the ambient; or 

(2) .Sound levels audible to a person of normal hearing sensitivity, one 
hundred and fifty feet from the noise source. 
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6. VARIANCES/EXEMPTIONS 

The City and County noise codes allow the owner or operator of a noise 
source which violates local standards to file an application l with the 
Health Officer for a variance. The term "variance", however, is misleading 
because it is only a request for additional time in order to comply with 
the Code requirements. 	Requests for variances must be heard by a 
City/County Noise Hearing Board. 	The variance requirements should be 
reviewed for possible changes, such as allowing an actual exemption in 
addition to extension of time. 

If exemptions would be allowed, the criteria or basis for it should be 
defined. 

7. CONSTRUCTION, EXCAVATION, AND DEMOLITION NOISE SOURCES 

Both the City Noise Code and the County Noise Code exempt .noise sources 
associated with construction, demolition and excavation. However, the City 
and County hours of exemption are not the same. These hours should be 
identical. 

8. WASTE DISPOSAL VEHICLES 

)

The City and County noise codes are very specific, and only address the 
noise levels generated by the mechanical equipment on the trucks.The 
regulation of noises associated with such activities as banging the 
dumpsters should be considered. 
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Appendix B 
Items Identified for Discussion and Recommendations 

Sacramento County and City Noise Ordinance 

Recommendation:  

The Sacramento Environmental Commission convene a hearing to receive testimony 
on the control of noise from leaf blowers. . 

Background:  

Leaf blowers, used in conjunction - with maintenance of residential property, are 
exempted from the City and County noise ordinances provided they are operated 
during specified daytime hours. There are an increasing number of complaints 
received by the Division about the noise associated with leaf blowers, and a 
petition is currently being circulated in the City of Sacramento to ban the use 
of leaf blowers. 

Alternatives. :  

A. Amend the legal hours of operation: Currently, the blowers can be operated 
in residential areas in the City from 7:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., and in the 
County from 6:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. on weekdays and 7:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. on 
Saturday and Sunday. 

B. Include commercial zoning in the categories of restricted l hours of use: 
Currently, the time that leaf blowers can be used in commercial areas is not 
restricted, but their use must comply with the noise ordinance. This means 
that staff must monitor at 4 a.m. to determine that' a leaf blower is 
violatingl the nighttime noise standard. 

C. Ban the use of leaf blowers: To date, several cities (i.e., Belvedere and 
Tiburon) in California have banned the use of leaf blowers, and this 
eliminates any staff determination relative to their operation in compliance 
with time and/or noise standards. 

D. Performance Standard: The City of Pasadena requires that 'operators of leaf 
• blowers have their equipment tested for compliance with noise standards on 

an annual basis, ' a certification sticker attached to the leaf blower, and 
the operator sign a form indicating his/her recognition of the standards of 
operation. 

E. Ban leaf blowers in residential areas: This would reduce complaints in 
residential areas, would allow the continued use of leaf blowers in parks 
and business areas, but would not directly solve the problem of leaf blower 
use in commercial zones during nighttime hours. 

F. Ban the use of gas powered blowers: Electric leaf blowers, are less noisy 
than gas blowers, and are usually compatible to residential dwellings. 
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Suggested Contact Groups: 

1. Committee to Ban Leaf Blowers in Sacramento 
2. Landscape Gardeners Association 
3. City and County Parks and Recreation Departments 
4. Noise Variance Board Members 
5. California Manufacturer's Association 
6. Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce - Small Business 
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